
	  

	  
	  

 
July 7, 2011 
 
 
The Honorable Patrick J. Leahy 
United States Senate 
437 Russell Senate Office Building 
Washington, D.C. 20510 
 
Dear Senator Leahy: 
 
It is the time of year in Vermont when vegetable gardens are rushing to bear fruit, when 
swimming holes are crowded with kids, and the corn seems to grow in the fields right before your 
eyes. Thoughts of budget battles and disputes in Washington seem distant and abstract, but we are 
well aware of the great service you provide to the state of Vermont and, in particular, the students 
of the Vermont State Colleges.  
 
With that in mind, we wanted you to be aware that certain aspects of the debate over the debt 
ceiling and spending cuts in Washington resonate very deeply with the five unique institutions 
that make up the Vermont State College system. In the coming months, you and your colleagues 
will make many difficult decisions regarding how to allocate scarce resources, and where they 
will be used most wisely. 
 
As leaders at both the state and federal level have recognized, increasing the number of citizens 
who attain a post-secondary degree is a vital part of the national strategy for global 
competitiveness.  In Vermont, it means making sure that Vermonters whose parents may not have 
had the chance to attend college are provided access to an affordable, quality, post-secondary 
experience. Expanding access and providing a blended framework of services that supports 
Vermont students are core mechanisms for expanding the number of Vermonters who complete 
college. 
 
Two federal programs that have been a part of the budget debates in the last eight months are of 
particular value to those completion efforts, especially for those students who face financial or 
social barriers to success in higher education.  
 
For forty years, federal Pell Grants have been a linchpin of financial aid packages that allow low-
income students access to higher education institutions. Proposals from the House of 
Representatives would have cut the maximum Pell Grant by $850.00 to $4650.00.  This proposal 
would have a dramatic impact on college access for low-income and non-traditional Vermont 
students. In the Vermont State College system, roughly 5700 students (40%) of students receive 
Pell Grants and that number has been increasing. The Community College of Vermont, the lowest 
cost higher education institution in the State of Vermont, continues to keep its tuition at a rate 
below the maximum Pell Grant award.  This allows low income Vermonters who are fully Pell-
eligible, meaning their family income is below $30,000, to enroll at CCV at no financial cost to 
themselves.  Roughly 2500 students at CCV in 2010 are fully Pell-eligible.  Pell Grants play a 
crucial role in the affordability of college for low-income students. 
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Also vital to the success of Vermont students are the federal TRIO programs.  Federal funding 
allows TRIO services to be delivered to students of disadvantaged backgrounds. In Vermont and 
elsewhere, low income, first generation college students are at the greatest risk of withdrawing 
from college and not completing their degree.  The suite of TRIO programs offer vital support 
services, like tutoring and counseling to those students so the pathway to opportunity remains 
clear. The VSC received roughly $1.6 million dollars in student support service grants in 2010. 
Additional, valued programs such as Upward Bound fall under the TRIO umbrella, and 
reductions in TRIO and GEAR-UP funding would dramatically affect VSAC’s services.  The 
VSC continues to partner closely with VSAC and their offerings remain vital in this state. In HR. 
1, the FY2011 spending bill passed earlier this year, the federal government cut TRIO programs 
by $26 million dollars.  
 
As Congress and the White House continue with negotiations for a deal that addresses long-term 
national debt, and as Congress analyzes federal spending for the upcoming fiscal year, we write 
in strong support of the Pell Grant Program, and the Federal Trio Programs.  These efforts 
represent strong investments in the success of Vermont students and the ability of the Vermont 
State Colleges to effectively serve those students.  Moreover, they represent continued 
investments that will help drive an expansion of post-secondary opportunity, economic recovery 
and employment growth.  We greatly appreciate your leadership and thank you for all you do for 
Vermont. 
 
Very truly yours, 
 
 
 
Timothy J. Donovan 
Chancellor 
 
 
	  


